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Following the U.S. Senate recount and election contest in 2008, there was a heightened scrutiny of the Minnesota absentee ballot process.  Some concerns were expressed about the consistency 
of the absentee voting process to which reform proposals were offered.   However, decisions on whether reform is necessary and, if it is necessary, how to change the system will only be 
effective if they are carefully grounded in understanding the actual operation of the absentee ballot systems in Minnesota.  An accurate understanding of absentee voting requires an 
understanding of the entire process.  Individual aspects of absentee voting are critical but the consideration of reform depends upon an appreciation of how the individual components fit 
together.   
 
This document consists of a series of flowcharts to illustrate how the entire absentee voting process works currently.  Several key observations should be clear.  To begin with, there are distinct 
processes for each stage of absentee voting – obtaining a ballot, casting a ballot, and the review of the ballot to determine if it meets specified requirements.  Secondly, there are distinct 
differences between types of absentee voting – including individuals receiving a domestic absentee ballot to those voting from the military or overseas.  Lastly, this process is highly decentralized 
with the absentee voting process handled entirely at the local level – either by the county, or in some cases, larger cities. 
 
The hope is that this document will help to illustrate and demonstrate the complexity and details of Minnesota’s absentee voting process so that any reform proposals can be carefully grounded 
on accurate knowledge of the system.  This will ultimately be important to guard against unanticipated consequences, misallocation of resources, and to properly balance competing 
considerations. 
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The absentee ballot application process 
 
 
  
Voter obtains an 
absentee ballot 
application. 
Nursing 
Homes 
Voter completes application: 
 
Required Information: 
1. Reason 
a. Absence from the 
precinct 
b. Illness or disability 
c. Religious discipline 
d. Service as an election 
judge 
e. Declared emergency 
by Governor 
2. Name 
3. Address 
4. Signature & date 
 
Optional Information: 
1. Date of birth 
2. Email 
3. Phone 
Website
s 
Mail 
In 
Person 
Political 
Parties 
Election officials 
automatically mail 
applications 45 days 
prior to each election.  
Signature Assistance: 
According to Minn. Stat. 645.44, subd. 14, “[t]he signature of a 
person, when required by law, (a) musts be in the handwriting of the 
person or, (b) if the person is unable to write, (i) the person’s mark 
or name written by another at the request and in the presence of the 
person or, (ii) by a rubber stamp facsimile of the person’s actual 
signature, mark, or a signature of the person’s name or a mark made 
by another and adopted for all purposes of signature by the person 
with a motor disability and affixed in the person’s presence. 
Return to county 
or city in state 
election years. 
Return to 
Secretary of State 
Return to city or 
school districts in 
odd years. 
Ongoing list 
Reasonably expects to 
meet any of the reasons 
for needing an absentee 
ballot. 
Permanent list 
Reasonably expects to 
permanently unable to 
go to the polling place 
on election day because 
of illness or disability. 
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Processing the absentee ballot application by election officials 
  
Absentee ballot 
application 
received by 
election official 
Verify 
completeness of 
application.  
If incomplete, 
return to voter.  
Verify 
registration 
status of voter. 
Use SVRS or other 
database to track 
absentee voting. 
Registered voter materials: 
 
1. Registered return envelope 
2. Registered voter instructions 
3. Secrecy envelope 
4. Official ballot 
Non-Registered voter materials: 
 
1. Non-Registered return 
envelope, including proof of 
residence section  
2. Non-Registered voter 
instructions 
3. Secrecy envelope 
4. Voter registration 
application 
5. Official ballot 
Issue absentee 
voting materials 
to voters and 
document 
application. 
Agent - Delivery 
Agent delivery 
form needed 
File absentee 
ballot 
applications 
May scan and 
store absentee 
ballot 
applications 
Statewide 
voter 
registration 
system. 
(SVRS) 
Master list of 
registered 
voters. 
Track progress 
of each voter’s 
absentee ballot. 
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Completing the absentee ballot by the voter & witness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Voters receive 
absentee voting 
materials from 
local election 
official. 
Voter finds a 
witness. 
Voters 
complete 
back of return 
envelope 
Witness 
completes 
back of return 
envelope 
Registered Envelope 
1. Completes name & 
address if label not 
affixed; and  
2. Signs name and dates 
 
Voter completes 
ballot, places in 
tan secrecy 
envelope, and 
places inside 
return envelope. 
Return ballot 
to election 
office 
Mail 
In 
person 
Agent 
Nursing 
Home 
Witness Requirements: 
 
1. Registered to vote 
in Minnesota,  
2. Notary Public, or 
3. Other individual 
authorized to 
administer oaths 
 
Non-Registered Envelope 
1. Completes name & address 
if label not affixed; 
2. Inserts completed voter 
registration application; 
3. Provides proof of residence; 
and 
4. Signs name and dates 
 
Registered Envelope 
1. Completes name & 
address/title and  
2. Signs name and 
dates 
Non-Registered 
Envelope 
1. Completes name & 
address/title; 
2. Completes proof of 
residence; and 
3. Signs name and 
dates 
Witness Certification: 
 
1. Voter displayed to 
the witness the 
unmarked ballot; 
and 
2. Voter marked the 
ballot in the 
individual’s 
presence without 
showing how it 
was marked. 
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Processing & Approving the Absentee Ballot 
 
  
Election official 
receives 
absentee ballot. 
Initial and date 
stamp received 
Scan barcode 
and enter 
received in 
SVRS 
Absentee Ballot Board 
1. Begins prior to 
election day (up to 
30 days); 
2. Comprised of 
election judges of 
different political 
parties. 
3. Authorized by city 
Election Judges on 
election day in polling 
Places 
Occurs on election day. 
Registered absentee ballot: 
1. Match name & address with 
application 
2. Match signature with application 
3. Verify witness section completed 
Non-Registered absentee ballot: 
1. Match name and address with 
application 
2. Match signature with application; 
3. Verify witness section completed 
4. Verify Proof of Residence section 
completed 
5. May verify voter registration 
application included 
Track in other 
databases. 
Accepting 
and 
Rejecting 
Process 
Accepted 
ballots to 
polling 
place 
Election 
Judges 
finish 
processing 
Mark rosters & 
verify voter 
did not vote in 
person 
Duplicate 
ballots 
Count 
ballots 
Issues replacement 
ballots for any ballots 
rejected at least five 
days prior to election 
day. 
Send all 
ballots and 
matching 
applications 
to polling 
place. 
Registered absentee ballot: 
1. Match name & address with 
application 
2. Match signature with application 
3. Verify witness section completed 
Non-Registered absentee ballot: 
1. Match name and address with 
application 
2. Match signature with application; 
3. Verify witness section completed 
4. Verify Proof of Residence section 
completed 
5. Verify voter registration application 
completed 
Verify voter 
registration 
application 
completed, if 
not previously 
done. 
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Military & Overseas Voters  
Applications received by 
county election officials and 
verify the completeness of 
the following: 
 
1. Name 
2. Birth date 
3. Present address or last 
residence in MN; 
4. Qualifying category 
5. Statement that voter 
expects to be absent 
from the precinct on 
election day; 
6. The address to mail the 
ballots; 
7. Voter’s signature or 
signature and 
relationship 
8. Voter’s passport 
number, MN driver’s 
license/identification 
card, or last four digits 
of SSN. 
County election 
official enter 
information into 
Statewide Voter 
Registration 
System (SVRS) 
& prepares 
materials for 
absentee voting 
County election official 
prepares and sends 
materials to voter: 
1. Military/overseas 
instructions 
2. Military/overseas 
return envelope 
3. Official ballot 
a. May be 
Federal offices 
only 
4. Secrecy envelope 
Email 
materials 
Mail 
materials 
Voter completes a 
federal post card 
absentee ballot 
application (FPCA) 
Voter completes a 
federal write-in 
absentee ballot. 
Voter’s parent, spouse, 
sibling, child over 18 
completes a federal post 
card absentee ballot 
application on behalf of 
voter. Ballots 
automatically 
sent to the voter 
for all elections 
through two 
federal election 
cycles 
Voter completes ballot.  
Places inside return 
envelope.  Voter 
completes back of return 
envelope by: 
1. Signature and date 
2. Printing the same 
number from the 
original application 
(i.e. passport, last 
four digits of SSN, or 
DL numbers) 
 
County uses 
absentee ballot 
board to compare 
the following:  
 
Compare the 
numbers on the 
return envelope 
to the original 
application.  If 
they do not 
match, then 
election judges 
may reasonably 
determine that 
the ballot was 
submitted by the 
voter; 
 
Name and 
address match; 
 
Signature on 
return envelope; 
and 
 
Received only 
one ballot. 
Election Judges 
finish processing 
military/overseas 
absentee ballots. 
Duplicate 
ballots 
Mark on 
special 
UOCAVA 
roster 
Count 
Ballots 
Return to county 
election official by 
mail 
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Defined Roles of the Absentee Voting Process 
 
 
 
 
Office of the Minnesota Secretary of State:  
• Design absentee ballot application form 
• Design absentee ballot envelopes and instructions 
• Program and train on the Statewide Voter Registration System (SVRS) 
• Conduct county election official training on absentee procedures 
• Prepare election judge training video 
• Prepare election judge guide 
 
County election officials: 
• Administer absentee voting countywide (unless delegated to municipalities) 
• Determine internal process for absentee voting 
• Administer all military/overseas absentee voting 
• Train municipalities and school district election administrators on absentee voting 
• Train election judges on absentee voting procedures 
• Order and print envelopes, applications 
• County Boards authorized to adopt absentee ballot board 
 
City & town election officials: 
• Administers absentee ballot (if delegated from county) 
• City councils and town boards authorized to adopt absentee ballot board 
• Administers absentee voting in odd years for municipal elections 
• May train election judges 
• Conducts nursing home and hospital absentee voting procedures 
• May print absentee ballot applications 
 
